boundaries of proper conduct. Second, these two events offer insight into how ideas about class and masculinity shaped eighteenth-century associational life. In the "clubbable" world that was eighteenth-century London, individuals' reputations-and the gossip and rumor that surrounded them-affected their association with the multiple organizations of which they were members. This meant that the reputations and, consequently, the activities of any one club or society-even those with fundamentally different purposes-could be influenced by that of the others. Because of this, gossip and rumor in any sector of one's life had the possibility of wide-ranging consequences for the "associational world" of eighteenth-century London.
11 Thus, a reputation for associating with the Calves-Head Club or the Medmenham Monks influenced both individual and corporate reputations within the Society of Dilettanti.
Anthropologists have long concerned themselves with the social and cultural implications of gossip and rumor. As such, their studies provide historians with a set of tools to talk about these forms of linguistic exchange. First, there is a difference between gossip-"informal, private communication between an individual and a small, selected audience concerning the conduct of absent persons or events"-and rumor-"unsubstantiated information, true or untrue, that passes by word of mouth, often in wider networks than gossip." 12 Second, anthropologists have shown that gossip and rumor can function in multiple ways. In the 1960s, Max Gluckman argued that gossip functions to solidify a group's unity while distinguishing it from other groups. 13 Gossip can monitor group boundaries while reinforcing social norms.
14 This point of view seems to be supported by the research of E. P. Thompson and other historians. 15 Conversely, Robert Paine has suggested that, while gossip can reinforce group identity, it functions in a much more in-Ⅵ KELLY dividualistic manner. 16 In his view, gossip is selfish: "It is the individual and not the community that gossips. What he gossips about are his own and others' aspirations and only indirectly the values of the community." 17 Many anthropologists have turned away from such functionalist approaches to gossip and rumor. 18 Following Erving Goffman, they have emphasized that gossip is a social drama, arguing that it is one of the many everyday activities performed by individuals within a community. 19 In this sense, gossip has a formulaic narrative, with its own culturally determined rules-a linguistic mode and social practice that skirts the boundaries of the public/private divide and the distinction between polite and impolite speech. Patricia Meyer Spacks has thought-provokingly and eloquently examined this ambiguity in her analysis of gossip in eighteenth-century literary productions. 20 Scholars such as Laura Gowing, Steve Hindle, and Bernard Capp have shown how women used gossip and rumor to assert their authority and interests in early modern England. 21 Using sources ranging from prescriptive literature to court documents, these historians have demonstrated that gossip was a form of linguistic exchange that allowed women to elide patriarchal structures. While early modern gossip and rumor relied on familial relations, neighborhood networks, and communal association, these practices could give women, both individually and collectively, a powerful voice within the familial sphere and the local community. Because of this, recent scholarship has concentrated on patterns of female gossip-largely ignoring the nature and extent of male gossip. This emphasis, however, overlooks a powerful force in early modern England, for men also participated in networks of gossip and rumor, which they used to work out the boundaries of masculinity. In fact, understanding how men participated in these practices allows the historian to understand a key element of early modern gender relations and ideologies. 22 This article extends these approaches by showing how the functions, forms, and practices of gossip and rumor were related to eighteenth-century gender and class 16 Robert P. B. Paine, "What Is Gossip About? An Alternative Hypothesis," Man 2, no. 2 (1967): 278-85. 17 Ibid., 280-81. 18 See, e.g., the early critique of both Gluckman and Paine in Peter J. Wilson, "Filcher of Good Names: An Enquiry into Anthropology and Gossip," Man 9, no. 1 (1974): 93-102. 19 expectations. To understand this, it is necessary to briefly summarize the theoretical and methodological foundations of my argument. With the functionalists, I recognize that gossip and rumor can, and often do, function to preserve social structures-although not necessarily rigid ones. In fact, as the case studies below reveal, gossip and rumor, as modes of communication, fed into tensions over social status and gender ideals, providing participants with a discursive space to struggle for meaning. Earlier anthropologies have suggested that the rituals of gossip and rumor preserve normative social values. However, while participants in the ritual of gossip (both actors and audience) assume that their rhetorical positions reflect the normative standards of the society in which they operate, they usually ignore the variety and complexity of social norms, relationships, and practices. But the disjunction between their multiple rhetorical positions often leads to tensions and even moments of crisis. 23 For instance, as demonstrated by Anthony Fletcher and Mark Breitenberg, early modern Englishmen became increasingly concerned with the ambiguities of their masculine performances-what Breitenberg termed "anxious masculinity," an inescapable product of patriarchal societies.
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As a typically banal and even pleasurable everyday social practice, the act of gossiping and spreading rumors creates a safe discursive space to work out social anxieties-that is, assuming that the symbolism of these communicative rituals is not misinterpreted by the participants. However, since gossip and, especially, rumor depend on a delicate balance between privacy and sociability, actor and audience, knowledge and assumption, and form and ambiguity, breakdowns can occur during moments of liminal tension, leading to potentially violent confrontations. 25 These moments of semiotic disjuncture can become instances of significant social or political importance, such as the scandals described by Anna Clark. 26 The riot of 30 January 1734/5 and Wilkes's exposure of the Medmenham Monks in 1763 are two such examples.
Early modern gossip and rumor present numerous problems in analyzing sources. Gossip and rumor are, by their nature, ephemeral, and, as such, they are two of the most difficult practices to measure and describe. These modes of communication are often private and personal, relying on assumptions, expectations, and unrecorded calculations. Unlike the ethnographer, the historian lacks direct access to the speech acts associated with gossip and rumor and must rely on the textual and visual record. Nevertheless, one must not assume that the presence of the observer necessarily entails more direct access and understanding, a fact corroborated by numerous works on ethnographic subjectivity and reflexive anthropology. 27 A multiplicity of nonoral texts reveal gossip and rumor. Bernard Capp, for example, has shown the potential for court documents to reveal the context of early modern gossip. In some instances, historians can discover overt gossip and rumor in letters, as I do in my discussion of the Calves-Head Club. However, descendants have a tendency to destroy the most salacious textual remains, as was the case with John Wilkes's daughter Polly, who burned the most valuable archive about the events, gossip, and rumor about "St. Francis's monks" and the events of 1763.
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Alternatively, important evidence for gossip and rumor can be found in eighteenth-century print culture. Symbols, allusions, and tropes were part of a complex discursive world in which author, printer, and reader collaboratively created meaning, and the assumptions made by authors and printers in the eighteenth century often point to the "common knowledge" of a document's readership. 29 As demonstrated in the work of Hannah Barker and Bob Harris, despite the bribing/ patronage of editors and authors by politicians, the print world of midcentury London catered to a market of savvy consumers who wielded influence over the content of print productions. 30 Thus, historians can read the world of print for popular knowledge-left overtly in gossip columns or subversively through innuendo, assumptions, or symbols. The world of print was an important territory for the fashioning, reproduction, and transformation of gossip and rumor.
"THE SAME IN FORTY-EIGHT AND THIRTY-FOUR": RUMOR, GOSSIP, AND AN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY RIOT
In the urban rumor mills of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, any street action taking place on the anniversary of Charles I's execution, 30 January, would have been charged with political and religious overtones. The date 30 January 1734/5 was no different, and one writer, referring to the riot, claimed that it was "the same in forty-eight and thirty-four." 31 The memory of the Civil War in England remained fresh in the minds of Londoners, and stories continuously circulated about a network of radical republican, Low Church revolutionaries that met every 30 January to celebrate the fate of the Stuart monarch. These groups, called Calves-Head Clubs, were ubiquitous specters of revolution-an urban myth used to paint religious or political opponents as antimonarch and antichurch. Stories-certainly fictional-about secret meetings of Calves-Head Clubs were also popular among the reading public, helping to sell newspapers and pamphlets. The earliest accounts of Calves-Head Clubs claimed that they celebrated a "Feast, and rejoice, in Memory of the most Barbarous Murder that the Sun ever saw: or Man , and Turner aptly demonstrate that libertinism, both in rhetoric and practice, served to bolster both masculine and elite privilege. However, there were dangers inherent to the libertine lifestyle, which could lead to popular critique and even crowd action. This point is exemplified no better than in the Bawdy House Riots of 1668. In the background, the gentlemen appear in the window of the tavern with the characteristic paraphernalia of the Calves-Head Clubs, while a crowd in the foreground gathers around a bonfire. In the Golden Eagle's first window, the men drink wine to make a toast to the execution of Charles I. In the second window, two men hold up a calf's head, and in the third window a masked "executioner" wields an axe. The crowd contrasts the men in the window by being composed mostly of middling gentlemen, although there are a few beggars and prostitutes observing the dialogue. Accompanying the image are the toasts mentioned above, along with a short poem: Like Hogarth's image, this print borrowed from and referred to well-established popular beliefs about the rituals of Calves-Head Clubs. They followed a preexisting narrative, onto which the particulars of the 1734/5 event were grafted, whose particulars were likely culled from rumors and gossip that began to circulate after the violence took place. In all, no less than eight separate references to the event can be found in the Grub-Street Journal, The Gentleman's Magazine, The London Magazine, Read's Weekly Journal, and The Bee as well as in five 6d. prints. 45 Keeping in mind the popularity of these newspapers and magazines, the increased population of London during the season, and the circulation of periodicals in the coffeehouses and clubs, we can estimate approximately 1,000-5,000 readers per edition, and possibly more for The Gentleman's Magazine. Assuming print runs of 500, contemporary estimates of twenty to fifty readers per purchased print, and an untold number of readers who saw them in print shop windows, each of the five Calves-Head prints could easily have been seen by ten thousand people. 46 In short, much of London would have read or heard about the events of 30 January.
Yet, this should not suggest that the Calves-Head story was completely fabricated by the press. After all, the men in the tavern were quite aware of the symbolic significance of the date. They understood the nature of street theater, and they knew that a bonfire would invite a crowd. Moreover, it was well known that William Denny hated the Stuarts, and it is possible that his presence stirred rumors of radical republicanism. 47 And while we will never know their intentions, we can be certain that the gentlemen and the crowd participated in some sort of ritual act together-a performance that quickly got out of control. While playing their respective roles, the mob and the gentlemen inhabited separate ritual spheres. The former was in the street. The latter was in the Golden Eagle, separated by the physical barrier of the tavern exterior as well as their height over the square. The gentlemen drank claret, the drink of the French, while the crowd drank beer, the drink of John Bull. The men in the tavern dressed in the fashions of the continental fop, while the men in the street dressed in the more modest attire of London. Despite sharing in the performance, there was a physical, symbolic, and social division among the participants. Yet these divisions were blurred in the haze of alcoholic revelry and the symbolic tensions of 30 January. The men within the tavern attempted to inhabit the borderland between the private club and the street, between elite and popular culture, between jesting libertine and boorish hellion. They failed, however, in negotiating the less ambiguous language of politics, and it was this that turned a drunken revel into a violent encounter.
It is unclear what angered the crowd on 30 January 1734/5, but it was probably not a toast to Cromwell. More probable was the gentlemen's endorsement of Robert Walpole's recently reelected ministry, which had increasingly lost popular support because of Walpole's excise schemes. 48 It is unlikely that the gentlemen in the Golden Eagle threw a calf's head into the fire. The men, after all, were neither republicans nor puritans and would have perceived this as an obvious mistake. The men's blunder came when they initiated a political discourse with the crowd. In all other aspects of this street theater, they kept themselves somewhat separate from the mob. In this one arena, they attempted to engage with the crowd. Whether one believes Grub Street's contention that the men toasted Cromwell or the gentlemen's argument that "the only healths they drank to the populace were Royal Family, Liberty & Property, & the present Administration, which last not happening to be very popular was the only cause of the Riot," the consensus was that the frolic ended with political toasting, the men having engaged in what Greg Dening has termed "bad language," a failure to properly understand the ambiguities of their performances. 49 Even Middlesex alluded to their confusion over what to do after they realized the consequences of starting a bonfire on 30 January. He later claimed that they decided to deflate the situation by proposing 47 51 It was this language that catalyzed preexisting gossip and rumor networks, with their common knowledge expectations about Calves-Head Clubs.
Gossip and rumor worked quickly in eighteenth-century England. On 31 January, the press had already begun rehashing the story. Within days, rumors about the event were circulating in the provinces. By 5 February, Joseph Spence at Oxford was asking his fellow Society of Dilettanti member Arthur Smyth what had actually happened. On the same day, Smyth wrote an account for Spence titled "Account of a Riot in London, occasioned by a drunken frolic of Lord Middlesex and some friends." He wrote to Spence because "the affair has been grossly misrepresented all over Town & in most of the publick papers; and if ever you hear it mention'd in Company, in justice to the gentlemen's characters I hope you will vindicate 'em." 52 In effect, Smyth and Spence were gossiping to counter the spread of rumors in both the press and in their social networks.
Even in this first letter, one can see how the story began to change. For example, Smyth's account claimed that the gentlemen in the Golden Eagle were not the only people having a bonfire on Suffolk Street that day. Smyth ended the letter by promising to "tell you the other particulars when I see you in Town." On the next day, fearing that Spence had not received his earlier letter, Smyth wrote a second letter in which he went into more detail. In it, Smyth fretted about the reputation of his friends. He also added to his original description. Interestingly, in the day that had passed, Smyth's story changed. In this new version, the men were no longer drinking claret but rather champagne-still a French drink but no longer a red wine that could serve as a symbol of the king's blood. This time, the mob and the tavern goers did not initially interact. The first contact between the men and the mob occurred when "some gentlemen animat[ed] 'em [the mob] & g [ave] 'em money to insult the gentlemen in the Tavern." It was only at this point that Middlesex and the others bought the crowd beer, hoping to prevent an altercation. When they toasted the political administration, "this rais'd a few feint claps but a general hiss; some of the company were sober enough to know that the anger of the mob wou'd not end there, & so they immediatly shut down their windows, wch was no sooner done but the mob furiously attack'd the house with stones & brickbats, broke all the windows to pieces & woud have probably have broke open the house if the Guards from St. James's had not come to the relief of the gentlemen." At the end of his letter, Smyth added, "The King . . . looks upon it as every other person of sense does as a drunken frolick." 53 If George II, as Smyth suggests, looked on the event as a "drunken frolick," then it is telling that Smyth felt compelled to exert so much energy to control the gossip among his friends and social equals. This seems the type of action that any aristocratic youth of the period could have participated in without repercus- 50 Middlesex to Spence, 9 February 1734/5. 51 In fact, there was another bonfire down the street. 52 Smyth to Spence, 5 February 1734/5. 53 Smyth to Spence, 7 February 1734/5. sions. In fact, this is exactly the behavior one would expect of privileged youths trained to believe, as Anna Bryson has claimed, that "gentlemanly status [invested] rank with freedom from constraint"-that nobility nourished transgressive social practices. 54 The account of Middlesex, one of the participants, provides some reasons for Smyth's concern.
Middlesex, like Smyth, felt obligated to explain the events of 30 January to Joseph Spence. His letters reveal the confidence and precociousness of a twentysomething noble of the eighteenth century. Middlesex addressed his good friend Spence as "Spanco," a nickname that he had no doubt picked up while the men toured through Europe together in the preceding years. 55 He encouraged his friend to "defend your Friends (as I don't in the least doubt you have inclination to do)." Still, his text spilled over with the "wink-wink, nudge-nudge" of gentlemanly libertinism-defend our honor in public, but let us laugh about it together in the back room. In his story, he became a hero, dodging "stones as well as [his] drunk friends who were now brandishing swords inside desiring to go out and disperse the mob." If Smyth's story embellished the plot by saying that some gentlemen in the crowd stirred the mob to violence, Middlesex took it one step further. He wrote, "The person who first stir'd up the Mob is known, he first gave 'em mony and then harangu'd them in a most violent manner. I don't know if he did not fling the first stone himself. He is an Irish man and a Priest, belonging to Imberti the Venetian Envoy." Middlesex had embroidered his narrative by blaming those great bugbears of English civility, the Irish and the Catholics.
This microhistory of the Golden Eagle riot reveals several important aspects of eighteenth-century London society. From a purely functionalist perspective, one can see the role that gossip and rumor played in the formation and reproduction of social boundaries. At its most basic, Grub Street, while attempting to sell newspapers, was monitoring public morality-certainly differently than Addison and Steele, but no less effectively. In the Grub Street narrative, a social conflict had taken place between the tempered, commonsense morality of average Londoners and the excesses of the English nobility. A poem in The Bee approached the point directly:
Strange Times! When noble peers, secure from riot, Can't keep Noll's [Cromwell's] annual festival quiet. 56 This poem implied that Londoners expected and even tolerated excess among the nobility, but when this excess violated proper etiquette-not necessarily "polite" etiquette-then there existed the possibility of social and political outrage and even violence. Once the initial breach of decorum occurred, the moral economy of popular gossip and rumor took over. Street gossip helped encourage Grub Street by providing ready-made networks for rumors' distribution. Grub Street relied on knowledge stored in popular oral traditions and could assume a certain 54 amount of literacy about the Calves-Head Club. Unlike earlier Calves-Head publications, however, Grub Street could only expect a limited reaction to threats to the government and church. On the one hand, the new Walpole ministry had recently formed in late 1734 and was fairly unpopular with most citizens. On the other hand, while the threat of republicanism-or Jacobitism for that matterhad not disappeared, most Londoners in late 1734 felt little threat to the church or state. For these reasons, it is not surprising that the publications of February 1734/5 were just as concerned with defining social difference as they were with linking the gentlemen to Calves-Head activities. In particular, the press alluded to popular concerns over gender and class.
Grub Street portrayed the gentlemen as aristocratic fops, overly concerned with fashionable fripperies. Hogarth's drawing reveals men in fastidiously curled wigs sporting decorative ribbons and garters, which they later hid in "cole-holes" when "[f]orc'd to run down to vaults for safer quarters." 57 Hogarth's overtly phallic rendering of their wigs was a reminder that for all their primping, they could only mimic masculine qualities. 58 The frills on their shirts reminded the readers of continental fashions, a none-too-oblique reference to the men's recently completed Grand Tours. To underline the popular conception that these men had been corrupted by continental influences, the second print showed one of the members in a mask, but not the mask of an executioner. Rather, it was the costume veil of the carnival masquerade. In all, these delicate-looking men with their feminized foppishness contrasted with the powerful physique of the street crowd. 59 Unlike the portrayal of the mob, the gentlemen in the tavern were not wholly English, not wholly masculine, and certainly not the popular image of John Bull.
If Grub Street reflected popular gossip and rumors that critiqued these men for a fetishization of continental fashion and manners bordering on the feminine, the gossip among Smyth, Spence, and Middlesex presented a different set of masculine ideals. Despite an attempt to rein in the more extreme rumors-that is, that they were members of a Calves-Head Club-these men used gossip to portray themselves as the ideal figures of aristocratic youth. From the drinks they consumed to the oaths they declared, Middlesex and Smyth figured their friends as distinct from the common rabble. Certainly, they were engaged in unrestrained indulgence, but libertinism was their right. For these men, the 30 January incident became, through internal gossip, a way to pleasurably relive their former mischief together. Among their social equals, their profligate consumption of alcohol and the ensuing violence was merely a "frolick," even in the mind of the king. The violent brandishing of their swords was acceptable conduct-masculine conduct-among an aristocratic male youth culture taught to idealize codes of honor. Gossiping together and among their peers about 30 January strengthened their friendly bonds and idealized their behavior rather than undermining their reputations. 57 
), James Gray, and others, the group had become prominent in cultural affairs in its efforts to promote Italian opera in London and to help establish the Royal Academy. 60 The society had even subsidized the majority of James Stuart and Nicholas Revett's expedition to Greece and their subsequent publication of Antiquities of Athens (1762).
Yet despite the intellectual seriousness of the Dilettanti, Middlesex still had a habit of surrounding himself with the most notorious rakes of his age, parts that the younger Dashwood and Sandwich played perfectly. However, to the other members of the Dilettanti, the young men's actions could prove a liability. Their reputation was problematic to the Dilettanti, who were attempting to establish cultural and scientific credentials in the Enlightenment public sphere. In an age in which "public utility" and "service to the public good" were supposed to be the modus operandi of respectable societies, an entire group's reputation could be compromised should gossip or rumor associate it with ribald excess. 61 For example, Horace Walpole's 1743 letter to Horace Mann reflected the sentiments of many aristocrats, gentry, and middling sorts about the Dilettanti and exemplifies the close links between the private affairs of individuals and the reputation of an entire group: "There is a new subscription formed for an Opera next year, to be carried on by the Dilettanti, a club, for which the nominal qualification is having been in Italy, and the real one being drunk; the two chiefs are Lord Middlesex and Sir Francis Dashwood, who were seldom sober the whole time they were in Italy." 62 by the mid-eighteenth century, associational life had become a significant form of gentlemanly social status-one that challenged libertinism as a mark of distinction. Therefore, inherent to the associational world of the eighteenth century was the tension between the masculine libertinism of aristocratic individuals and the "polite sociability" of their publicly recognized communities. 63 Nevertheless, societies and clubs could provide an arena for the pleasures of masculine libertinism. 64 Even at midcentury, rumors and gossip could have free play among the populace as long as the gentlemanly classes did not acknowledge the truth or falsehood of such information. One of the most extreme examples of this relationship can be found in the histories of the Dilettanti Society and Dashwood's "Monks of the Order of St. Francis." Individual members of the Dilettanti walked the line between civil and uncivil behavior both in their private lives and by their association with groups such as Francis Dashwood's Medmenham Monks, which included Dashwood, Sandwich, Churchill, Thomas Potter, Paul Whitehead, and George Bubb Dodington, among others. 65 The monks enjoyed residence at Dashwood's estate, a leisurely day's ride from London, for up to a week. In the London public sphere, gossip and rumor about Medmenham became gossip and rumor about the Dilettanti. In 1763, this connection would have very with the Dilettanti members and their plans to support the Italian opera in London was so positive that at least one member of the Society, William Fauquier, flirted with the idea of proposing her for membership. He wrote to the secretary of the Society in 1743, "I think L y Brown is such a well wisher to the Society that she might to be chose a Member, excus'd of the Forfeits [monetary penalties for missing group meetings] for not attendance"; Fauquier to Gray, 7 March 1743, SDLB, fol. 37. Nothing became of his proposition, probably because the men considered their meetings off-limits to an aristocratic woman. Coffeehouses and taverns could be spaces of violence or drunkenness, hardly the territory of women who did not wish to be associated with prostitution or poverty. This, in fact, was implied by Fauquier's assumption that she could not attend the meetings and thus needed to be "excus'd of the Forfeits. (Cambridge, 1994) . 64 As will become evident in my discussion below, I disagree with Shearer West, "Libertinism and the Ideology of Male Friendship in the Portraits of the Society of Dilettanti," Eighteenth-Century Life 16, no. 2 (1992): 76-104, on several accounts. I find little evidence to suggest that the Dilettanti were republicans, especially when one considers the membership of the group throughout the century. Certainly the members supported various factions, but at no time did the Dilettanti or its members give any hint of antimonarchical sympathies. While "libertines" may have believed in some form of religious freedom, the archival evidence does not reveal a "theme of atheism" among the Dilettanti as West suggests (86). For example, the fact that Dashwood dressed as a monk does not prove that he was an atheist. In fact, he worked with Benjamin Franklin to revise the Book of Common Prayer (Bodleian MS D.D. Dashwood [Bucks] C.5 B12/2). His garb probably suggests an anti-Catholicism that was typical of the age. 65 There is no definitive list of members. See, e.g., Ross, "Franklin, Dashwood, and the Mad Monks of Medmenmham," 58. My article discusses only those men for whom there is definitive evidence of membership. public repercussions. The consequences of this association would haunt the Dilettanti for the rest of the eighteenth century.
In many ways, the story of 1763 is the story of John Wilkes. Therefore, to understand the significance of Medmenham among the gossiping public, it is best to begin with this MP for Aylesbury. By January 1763, Wilkes had published thirty issues of his North Briton, a journal anonymously produced by him and his poet friend Charles Churchill. Its title was a satirical reference to the progovernment Briton and a ministry dominated by the Scottish Bute. The journal's virulently anti-Scottish and anti-Bute tone sparked angry protest from numerous government ministers. Adding to the offensiveness of the journal was Wilkes's refusal to acknowledge it as his own. Hostility went so deep that Wilkes found himself in a duel with William, Earl Talbot, on 5 October 1762. Wilkes's attacks on the government even found him in conflict with several of his closest friends, most notably Francis Dashwood, the financially challenged Chancellor of the Exchequer.
While Wilkes initially underestimated the government's ultimate reaction to the North Briton, he knew his public-in particular, the London middling sorts for whom he became a champion against governmental tyranny. So, when Wilkes caricatured the Monks of Medmenham by privately sponsoring the printing of Secrets of a Convent in the final weeks of January 1763, he had a firm grasp of the popular response. 66 He began writing about the Medmenham Monks during 1763-even proudly claiming membership-because he understood that once the stories about Medmenham became politicized, the moral economy of rumor and gossip would combine with what Helen Berry has called "a fascination with impolite behaviour." The love of scandalous innuendo would take hold of London audiences' imaginations. 67 Wilkes's intimate knowledge of his audiences, their common knowledge, and their expectations allowed him to adroitly respond to the government's attacks, which increasingly focused on his morality. Wilkes revealed the complicity of government ministers in his libertine activities by transforming rumors about Medmenham into substantiated gossip. Suggesting that the government stepped over the boundary of civil decorum by using knowledge against him that had been obtained through private friendship, he was able to critique a corrupt government that was unable to recognize the line between private affairs and public office-in this case, a government of hypocritical liars using arbitrary state powers to "peach" him.
While it is impossible to discover exactly what Londoners said about Medmenham on the streets, in coffeehouses, or in clubs during 1763, it is nevertheless possible to trace the lineage of rumors as well as the general extent of the public's "knowledge." The club had been meeting since at least October 1754. 68 Over the next decade, rumors of the goings-on at the abbey in West Wycombe became known to increasingly larger groups of people as the members, their associates, and even their servants spread stories about their activities. The first groups to learn of Medmenham were, no doubt, fellow nobles.
Gossip about Dashwood's penchant for imitating the Catholic clergy was known throughout European aristocratic circles as early as 1740, when he was on his Grand Tour with members of the Dilettanti. A particular incident resonated with aristocratic networks of gossip. While in Rome with William Matthias StaffordHoward, the third earl of Stafford, these "mauvais catholiques" caused a "vrai scandalum magnatum" by holding a mock conclave and impersonating Cardinal Ottoboni. From "ce damné Huguenot" came a "répertoire de chansons libertines contre la papauté." 69 Dashwood had little fear of gossip and rumor about Medmenham. In fact, he took pleasure in encouraging gossip about his "secret" society, especially through his association with the Society of Dilettanti. In 1742, the Society of Dilettanti passed a rule that all members were required to commission portraits of themselves by George Knapton, the society's official painter. 70 The group hung Knapton's paintings at their meeting room at the King's Arms Tavern. Most of the portraits portrayed the men dressed in costume, often participating in their favorite Grand Tour activities such as drinking, womanizing, and masquerading. Dashwood's depicted him as "SAN FRANCESCO DE WYCOMBO." Significantly, eighteenth-century meeting rooms were not necessarily private rooms. Rather, tavern goers often had access to a society's rented meeting room. In effect, the Dilettanti's meeting room became an informal art gallery. Because of this, a larger population came into regular contact with Dashwood's image as St. Francis of Wycombe. The consequences of continuous public contact with Dashwood's painting were described by John Wilkes. He described Dashwood's portrait ( fig. 5 ), which had continuously hung at the King's Arms from 1742 to 1757 before it was transferred to the society's new home at the Star and Garter: 71 There was for many years in the great room, at the king's arms tavern, in Old Palaceyard, an original picture of Sir Francis Dashwood, presented by himself to the Dilettanti club. He is in the habit of a Franciscan, kneeling before the Venus of Medicis, his gloating eyes fix'd, as in a trance, on what the modesty of nature seems most desirous to conceal, and a bumper in his hand, with the words MATRI SANCTORUM in capitals. The glory too, which till then had only encircled the sacred heads of our Saviour and the Apostles, is made to beam on that favourite spot, and seems to pierce the hallow'd gloom of maidenhead thicket. The public saw, and were for many years offended with so infamous a picture, yet it remain'd there, till that club left the house. Consequently, the lascivious and antireligious connotations of this painting caused Londoners to confuse the activities of the Dilettanti with the private lives of its members. Even Horace Walpole, typically in the know, succumbed to conflating the Dilettanti and the Order of St. Francis, writing that Dashwood's club was a "more select order" of Dilettanti: "These pictures were long exhibited in their club room in Palace Yard; but of later years St. Francis had instituted a more select order. He and some chosen friends had hired the ruins of Medmenham the festivals of this new church, sufficiently informed the neighborhood of the complexion of those hermits." 79 Wilkes knew that he could catalyze these rumors among a large audience using the press, which is why he also advertised the print in the widely read Public Advertiser. 80 With a weekly subscription of at least 1,500 to 2,000 and a higher number of readers due to the London season, a conservative estimate suggests that 15,000-20,000 people knew about the print before it ever reached the streets. 81 And, it is probable that at least 10,000 Londoners saw the print.
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This reading public interpreted the iconography of the print in relation to the rumored meeting of the Order of St. Francis that held parties in the abandoned Cistercian abbey on Dashwood's estate. Generally, the story went thus: Francis Dashwood and his friends celebrated the rites of Bacchus in an anti-Catholic masquerade at West Wycombe. The definitive features of their meetings were the reading of pornographic literature, the consumption of alcohol, and the hiring of prostitutes. Dashwood was well known for his love of the antique, having experienced a memorable Grand Tour and serving as a prominent member of the Society of Dilettanti, and the presence of the Medici Venus in the print was both an allusion to his fascination with antiquities and his penchant for womanizing. The poem alludes to Dashwood's patronage of the roguish and allegedly republican Whitehead, whom Dashwood had appointed deputy treasurer of the chamber in 1761 and who now held an important place in the reputed meetings of the Monks of Medmenham. 85 The theme of sexuality pervades the print, most notably in the unabashed final couplet. However, the "Hymns of Ovid" and a book of popular drinking songs at the foot of the altar are also suggestive. Dashwood and his friends were renowned for their lewd verses. Considering Walpole's suggestion that London audiences had a good deal of knowledge-credible or not-about Medmenham, the inclusion of these texts within the image suggest popular rumors about a bawdy library at Medmenham, which would later be confirmed in the newspapers.
When considered by eighteenth-century conventions of gentlemanly association, these activities were hardly beyond the pale of acceptable behavior. However, following Anna Clark's thesis about the "neo-Lockean" rhetoric of Wilkite critique as an attack on private influence over public policy, historians can read the Secrets of a Convent as a political critique-in the vein of the North Briton-rather than a moral critique. 86 Wilkes represented Dashwood as distinct from the average citizen, with access to power, patronage, and wealth. He is distracted by his hobbies, and, if not corrupt, then certainly unfit to manage the finances. 87 Whitehead was even more despicable, for as Wilkes wrote of him a few months later, "He, who was ever a licentious assertor of privileges, whose tongue was loudest in every mob to resound their rights, and to vindicate the liberty of the press; who treated nobles with impunity . . . shall he become a defender of the base, infamous doctrine of passive obedience and non-resistance?" 88 Wilkes was repelled, but not surprised, by Dashwood's "court Jacobit[ism]," and he was offended by Whitehead's abandonment of "staunch republicanism" for an appointment to deputy treasurer of the chamber. secretism-is in generating more rumor. He writes: "Secretism I define as not merely reputation, but the active milling, polishing, and promotion of the reputation of secrets. Secretism is freely and generously shared. Secretism does not diminish a sign's prestige by revealing it, but rather increases it through the promiscuous circulation of its reputation. . . . It is through secretism, the circulation of a secret's inaccessibility, the words and actions that throw that absence into relief, that a secret's power grows, quite independently of whether or not it exists" (3).
Meanwhile, Wilkes prepared 2,000 copies of the entire North Briton series at his private press on St. George Street and began circulating them throughout the city. 95 He also began printing twelve copies for his friends of a poem titled Essay on Woman, a line-for-line pornographic parody of Pope's Essay on Man. 96 At some point during the late spring or summer, the government became aware of the Essay on Woman. In August, the solicitor for the treasury, Philip Carteret Webb, worked with Sandwich, the recently appointed secretary of state, to bribe and threaten Wilkes's printer, Michael Curry, into handing over a proof copy of the first part of the Essay. Sandwich hoped to condemn Wilkes's pornographic poem in the upcoming session of the House of Lords. However, Lord Chancellor Henley advised him that the subject of the poem was inappropriate for the house. And, after all, publishing pornography was not necessarily illegal, even though pornographic works were sometimes prosecuted as obscene libel or blasphemy. The two men resolved the issue by agreeing that Sandwich would not bring "the matter before the house merely as a blasphemous and impious work." Rather, it would be "brought as a complaint on account of the improper mention of the name of a peer [William Warburton, bishop of Gloucester]." 97 In November, Sandwich brought his complaint to the House of Lords, and the story of the writing, confiscation, and prosecution of the Essay on Woman soon became public knowledge. 98 At the same time, the House of Commons continued its prosecution of Wilkes's North Briton no. 45. The government found Wilkes guilty of libel for publishing the North Briton no. 45 and the Essay on Woman, but before they could arrest him, he slipped away to Paris, becoming an outlaw.
Throughout the summer of 1763, the call of the London masses was "Wilkes and Liberty!" but, specifically, liberty referred to freedom from arbitrary arrest. When Parliament assembled in November 1763, the Wilkite cause became an even broader political issue. Sandwich's decision to prosecute Wilkes for the Essay on Woman was a political miscalculation. He misread the political symbolism of his act, which seemed hypocritical to his peers and an outright act of tyranny to Wilkes's followers. Sandwich supposed that his attack would finally discredit Wilkes, but he misjudged the extent of public knowledge about Medmenham and expectations about private friendship and political conduct.
As revealed above, the stories about Medmenham consistently referred to a corpus of private literature, the existence of which was probably more widely known than historians have surmised. In fact, The Essay on Woman was only one of a number However, the surprise of Sandwich's audience had as much to do with his own reputation as the content of the poem. As Walpole recounted, everyone knew that Sandwich's attack was "revengeful . . . totally unconnected with the political conduct of Wilkes."
107 Moreover, it dripped with insincerity. Sandwich's own proclivities for "singing profane and lewd catches" were unmatched, even by Francis Dashwood. 108 Many of the peers already knew that if Dashwood and Sandwich had not had a hand in writing the poem, they had at least celebrated the poem's composition. In fact, a number of people within London had similar thoughts.
Within weeks, the newspapers were buzzing with news of Sandwich's reading as well as his hypocrisy. 118 The poem was so admired that it went through two printings in 1764.
Still, the most popular description of the Medmenham Monks was in Charles Johnstone's Chrysal; or, Travels of a Guinea. 119 Fed with information from Wilkes, Johnstone both confirmed rumors and added more fodder to the gossip networks. In Chrysal, the Order of St. Francis dressed up as monks or friars, "in a burlesque imitation of the religious societies." 120 After dining and drinking to excess, the men would retire to their "cells" where they would entertain prostitutes, or "nuns" as they were often called in the period. 121 When sex and alcohol were not on the menu, the men enjoyed participating in perverse mimicry of religious ceremonies under a canopy of Josephi Borgnis's sexually explicit paintings and wall coverings. 122 The participants, Johnstone claimed, belonged to one of two orders, a higher or a lower. Only twelve men could serve in the higher order, and when one died or left the club, a member from the lower order replaced him. At some point in the brotherhood's history, Wilkes and Sandwich allegedly came into competition for a place in the primary order, which Wilkes lost because of his competitor's "higher rank in life." 123 Johnstone wrote that Wilkes decided to have his revenge on Sandwich's promotion by retaliating with coarse, prankish behavior. Sneaking a baboon into the "chapel," he dressed it up as a devil, and hid it in a chest. 124 He later released it on his comrades in the midst of ceremony, frightening all of them "out of their senses," especially when the baboon leaped on Sandwich. 125 Sandwich cried out in fear, "Spare me, gracious Devil! (said he) spare a wretch, who never was sincerely your servant! I sinned only from vanity of being in the fashion! thou knowest I never have been half so wicked, as I pretended; never have been able to commit the thousandth part of the vices, which I have boasted of. Take not then the advantage of that vanity; but judge me only from my actions."
126 Once everything finally settled, the baboon escaped out the window, and the men recovered their composure. Sandwich, driven by a rage of embarrassment, convinced his friends to ban Wilkes from the club. 127 In this incident, Sandwich is again portrayed as delighting in his wanton reputation. This could be seen as a parable of the events of 1763. Wilkes was betrayed by his closest friends, who, because of their position in life, were able to exile him from their midst. As in life, Wilkes sins against his betters, not for any real infraction, but because of his inability to take their stations seriously.
The circulation of stories like those in Chrysal found a ready audience by 1764, and a series of similar publications followed soon thereafter. In 1768, Wilkes returned from exile only to be imprisoned as an outlaw. This set off another round of Medmenham publications. Between 1763 and 1768, the rumors about Medmenham-its libertines, its secrets, and its betrayals-had become a central element of Wilkite rhetoric. The rumors and gossip surrounding the Monks of Medmenham Abbey, which had been such an important element of gentlemanly libertinism in the 1750s, now served to boost the popular cause of "Wilkes and Liberty!" and, in effect, undermine the reputations of Dashwood, Sandwich, and their associates.
128

CONCLUSION
The Calves-Head Club and Medmenham Monk stories help illustrate the significance of rumor and gossip to eighteenth-century society and politics. While rumor and gossip were not necessarily synonymous with the Grub Street press, we can, however, read between the lines to discover the common knowledge of the London middling orders and, sometimes, even the London street. The reputations of the libertines, the pleasure they took in their activities, and the circulation of stories about them depended on the participation of a much larger group of people than their friends and peers. Londoners, particularly the middling sorts, were an important audience for overt, aristocratic displays of masculinity. It was against this audience that the libertines framed themselves, for these activities were only for men of rank. However, to an extent, Londoners also participated in these displays of masculinity and social status. As an audience, they were essential to the properly performed rites of the libertine, playing integral roles by circulating and embellishing stories.
When actor and audience played their roles properly, a balance could be maintained between uncivil recreation and polite society, between gentlemanly license and a publicly feigned disgust that belied private enjoyment. The public tolerated a level of immorality and social excess that it deemed, if not appropriate, then allowable for men of certain rank. Additionally, their gossip and rumor patrolled the boundaries of acceptable middling civility even while they experienced the pleasures of gossip. Libertines also practiced an unwritten code of behavior. Their activities bolstered their status by serving as signifiers of a separate code of gentlemanly rights-rights that were, in fact, held in check by gossip and rumor. Yet, their dalliances with Bacchus and Venus could not slip the bounds of an ostensibly private association without the possibility of dramatic political consequences of such as those of 1763.
What created the problem for the Medmenham group and the Dilettanti in 1763 was that they dealt with public gossip and rumor differently than in 1734/ 5. In both incidents, a group of aristocrats and gentlemen catalyzed preexisting gossip networks. Likewise, in both cases, the men misread popular sentiment when responding to an audience already enraged by their gaffes. The result was a riot and several weeks of Grub Street exaggeration. In the Calves-Head incident, the men reacted immediately through letters to the rumors that their meeting was antimonarchical, but they did not engage with the press or attempt to defend their reputations publicly. The Medmenham Monks and the Dilettanti of 1763 were not so fortunate. For decades, these men had cultivated their libertine reputations among the populace. They had, in fact, created and nurtured the gossip and rumor about their meetings. When Wilkes sought to attack his foes, prints such as Secrets of a Convent and the letters in the Public Advertiser and St. James's Chronicle served to critique them for corruption stemming from private influence and betrayal. In other words, Wilkes kept his political attacks and his personal attacks ostensibly separate. Dashwood, Grenville, and, particularly, Sandwich conflated the two in their rush to undermine Wilkes by condemning the Essay on Woman in a session of Parliament, which politicized libertine behavior and sparked public anger.
The politics of gossip and rumor add insight into our knowledge of eighteenthcentury associational life, and vice versa. In recent years, there has been an emphasis on "politeness" in the eighteenth-century public sphere, and while these studies have been fruitful, it is important to remember that politeness was more of an ideal than a norm. London street life, from the poorest navvy to the wealthiest earl was a dirty, dangerous, and volatile business. We need only remind ourselves of the number of riots, duels, brothels, and prostitutes that were juxtaposed with the "spaces of modernity" such as coffeehouses, taverns, and gardens.
129 Furthermore, the boundaries of polite behavior depended on constantly shifting ideas about social rank.
Associational life also serves as a reminder of the complex functions and practices of gossip and rumor. For the self-representation of the libertine-with its semipornographic jests, its rowdy misbehaviors, and its antipolite license-a single activity could both bolster and undermine social status and gender constructs, depending on its context. It was the same for a corporate reputation, which, for the eighteenth century, was an important facet of gossip and rumor. For example, rumors about the Medmenham Monks nurtured their reputations for the masculine libertine's antivirtues of sexual prowess and drunken revelry. This was because the existence of Medmenham-its purpose perhaps-depended on its members' breaches of civil decorum. Their so-called private meetings relied on an audience and the circulation of stories in London.
However, the Society of Dilettanti, while nurturing an underbelly of libertinism culine libertinism, which, in large part because of the Wilkes affair, most Londoners now linked to aristocratic excess and corruption. 133 The tenuous balance between gentlemanly libertinism and middling civility that had been challenged through the events of 30 January 1734/5 and those of 1763-a balance that had been negotiated in the discursive spaces of gossip and rumor-no longer existed by the 1780s, and Richard Payne Knight, the author of Priapus, attempted to recall the copies that the Dilettanti had distributed. If the age of the libertine had not yet ended, the activities of the libertine increasingly became an object of public political scrutiny, discussion, and controversy.
